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The changing nature of local school 
districts and the ever increasing edu- 
cational demands of modern society give 
rise to many questions regarding ap- 
propriate organization for public edu- 
cation. Are present school districts 
adequate to satisfy existing educational 
needs? Should there be an intermediate 
unit of educational administration to 
assist local districts inproviding opti- 
mum programs of education? Is the pres- 
ent county superintendency an effective 
service agency to local districts? 


A majority of the states have developed 
administrative organizations for public 
education which involve three levels of 
administrative responsibility--state, 
intermediate, andlocal. The intermediate 
level of administration usually has been 
in the form of the county superintendency 
and was instituted about a hundred years 
ago when societal conditions were pre- 
dominately rural, when demands upon the 


schools were relatively simple, and when 
many small local school districts ex- 
isted. Its original functions were those 
of providing general supervision for ru- 
ral elementary schools and reporting on 


Administrator's Notebook 
published monthly, September through May, by the 
MIDWEST ADMINISTRATION CENTER 
5835 Kimbark Avenue, Chicago 37, Illinois 
ROALD F. CAMPBELL 
LUVERN L. CUNNINGHAM. 
JAMES M. LIPHAMe Editor 


The Midwest Administration Center sponsors a co-oper- 
ative program of research and action designed to contribute 
to the improvement of educational administration. It is fi- 
nanced by a grant from the W. K. Kellogg Foundation. 

Annual subscription to the Notebook (September through 
May), $2.00. Single copy of any issue, 25 cents. Quantity 
discounts are available. Address all inquiries to the editor. 


Copyright 1959 by The University of Chicago 


The Intermediate Unit of School Administration 


RUSSELL T. 


Professor of Education 
University of Wisconsin 


GREGG 


the conditions of local schools to the 
State department of education. 


Although much study and improvement of 
local school district organization has 
been accomplished, it has been only dur- 
ing the last decade that any concerted 
attention has been given to the inter- 
mediate level of organization and admin- 
istration for public education. ! In these 
days of rapidly changing educational de- 
mands, it seems imperative that careful 
attention be given to all levels of edu- 
cational organization. Our nation canill 
afford to retain any outmoded and inef- 
fective form of educational organization. 


The Wisconsin Investigation 


Educational leaders often have pointed 
out weaknesses of the Wisconsin organi- 
zational structure for the provision of 
public education. As has been true in 
other states, local district organiza- 
tion has been improved substantially but 
there has been little or no fundamental 
change in the county superintendency. In 
1954, the Wisconsin Association of County 
Superintendents officially requested the 
University of Wisconsin and the State 
Department of Public Instruction to con- 
duct an investigation which could be 
anticipated to provide a basis for in- 
telligent judgments concerning the future 
role of the county superintendency in 
that state. Discussion of the problem 
indicated that it was one in which all 
educational groups, aswell as many lead- 
ing lay citizens, were interested. Fi- 
nancial support was obtained from the 
Midwest Administration Center of the 
University of Chicago, as well as from 
the various organizations of Wisconsin 
school administrators, and a two-year 
research study was launched during the 
1954-55 school year.” 
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The study was planned under the general 
direction of a 15-member policy com- 
mittee made up of representatives of the 
University of Wisconsin; the State De- 
partment of Public Instruction; the Mid- 
west Administration Center; and the state 
associations of county superintendents, 
local school administrators, and second- 
ary and elementary principals. This com 
mittee met almost monthly during the 
period of the study. It developed the 
general policies to guide the study and 
approved the research design and proced- 
ures which were developed by a research 
committee. 


Assumptions Underlying the Study 


Two types of assumptions were made: 
first, those relating to the general 
framework of the study, and second, those 
relating to the nature of the data to be 
collected. 


Assumptions relating to the general 
framework of the study were: (1) edu- 
cation is a function of the state, (2) 
the established precedent of local school 
autonomy should be maintained, (3) reas- 
onable equality of educational oppor- 
tunity should be provided to all school- 
age youth, (4) educational services 
Should be provided from sources as near 
the local school as is consistent with 
adequacy and reasonable cost, (5) the 
educational organization should be con- 
ducive to the development and exercise 
of educational leadership, and (6) Wis- 
consin would continue the development of 
community-type local school districts. 


Assumptions relating to the nature of 
the data to be collected included: (1) 
local school administrators, county su- 
perintendents, members of the state de- 
partment of public instruction, and se- 
lected lay citizens are capable of making 
sound appraisals of the importance, a- 
vailability,.s quality, and source of edu- 
cational services provided for the public 
schools, (2) opinion responses received 
on questionnaires and in personal inter- 
views are indicative of the true judg- 
ments of the above groups of respondents, 
and (3) combined majority opinion of the 
populations studied is an adequate basis 
for testing the hypotheses of the study. 


Hypotheses Which Were Tested 


Two major hypotheses, aswell as a num- 
ber of minor ones, were tested in the in- 
vestigation. The two major hypotheses 
were stated positively because action on 
the second one was dependent upon previ- 


ous action on the first one. The first 
hypothesis was: An administrative unit 
between the state and the local districts 
1s needed to aid in providing an optimum 
educational program. If this hypothesis 
were accepted, then the second hypothe- 
Sis was: The county school superintend- 
ency as now constituted is adequate to 
aid in providing for an optimum educa- 
tional program. If this hypothesis were 
rejected and the conclusion reached that 
the county superintendency was not ade- 
quate, then it was to become a purpose 
of the investigation to develop criteria 
for the type of intermediate administra- 
tive unit that would aid local school 
districts in providing an optimum edu- 
cational program. 


The hypotheses were tested in the light 
of two sources of data. One source was 
the literature relating to the need for 
and the status of the intermediate unit 
of educational administration and the 
other was the information and opinions 
obtained from educational andlay leaders 
in Wisconsin. Questions put to the Wis- 
consin respondents sought to determine 
"what is" at the present time and "what 
should be" in the future in order to in- 
sure optimum local educational programs. 
The exploration of "what is" and "what 
Should be" was directed primarily into 
the following four aspects of the inter- 
mediate unit of educational administra- 
tion: functions, administrative struc- 
ture, size and geographical area, and 
financial support. 


Sources of Data 


The Wisconsin population from which 
facts and/or opinions were solicited in- 
cluded all county superintendents of 
schools (72), all administrators of local 
school districts which employed three or 
more teachers (770), all members of the 
State Department of Public Instruction 
who had a specific relationship to pub- 
lic school administration (30), and a 
selected group of lay citizens composed 
of members of county school committees, 
members of the Wisconsin White-House 
Conference on Education, and persons in 
leadership positions in organized citi- 
zen groups of the state (425). Data were 
collected from all county superintendents 
by personal interviews and by question- 
naires. Usable responses to lengthy ques- 
tionnaires were received from 552 local 
administrators (71.7 per cent), 30 mem- 
bers of the State Department of Public 
Instruction (100 per cent), and 258 lay 
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citizens (60.7 per cent). Eighty-six per 
cent of all administrators of local dis- 
tricts which operated secondary schools 
responded while 54 per cent of the ad- 
ministrators of local districts which 
operated only elementary schools re- 
sponded. There was a 75 per cent return, 
however, from all administrators of ele- 
mentary school districts which employed 
eight or more teachers. 


Some Major Findings 


The first major hypothesis, an ad- 
ministrative unit between the state and 
the Local school districts is needed to 
aid in providing an optimum educational 
program, was accepted for the State of 
Wisconsin. Both the data gathered and 
the literature relating to the inter- 
mediate unit of educational administra- 
tion strongly supported this nypothesis. 


The second major hypothesis, the county 
school superintendency as now consti- 
tuted is adequate to aid in providing an 
optimum educational program, was reject- 
ed. The Wisconsin data and the literature 
relating to the county superintendency 
clearly indicated the inadequacy of the 
county superintendency as now consti- 
tuted. A large proportion of the local 
school districts in Wisconsin are not 
effective in providing modern educational 
programs at economical costs per pupil. 
In general, the present county inter- 
mediate units do not make adequate pro- 
visions for educational services and 
leadership which are needed by these 
districts. Even though continued reor- 
ganization of school districts tends to 
eliminate very small districts, there is 
ample evidence that in the foreseeable 
future a large majority of Wisconsin 
school districts will have need for as- 
Sistance and services which can best be 
provided by an adequate intermediate 
unit of educational administration. 


Educational Services Needed 


There is an obvious need in a majority 
of Wisconsin school districts for im- 
proved availability and quality of a wide 
range of educational services. The need 
is especially evident with respect to 
technical and specialized services, such 
as school site and building services, 
counseling services, and legal consul- 
tation services. Specialized instruction 
for physically or mentally handicapped 
children is an additional area of great 
need. While the primary provider of each 
of the different types of services should 


Vol. 8, No. 2, October 1959 


be the local school district, only the 
largest districts presently are capable 
of providing the range and quality of 
services needed. Greater participation 
of the intermediate unit in the pro- 
vision of educational services to most 
school districts is indicated. 


Competent Leadership Essential 


The conclusion that the intermediate 
unit of educational administration should 
provide educational leadership of out- 
standing quality was supported by a ma- 
jority of all groups of respondents. A 
large majority of local school adminis- 
trators indicated that they would accept 
gladly the leadership of competent inter- 
mediate superintendents of schools. Al- 
though leadership is currently a legally 
assigned function of Wisconsin county 
superintendents, the leadership exer- 
cized by them was rated only average to 
above average by both county superin- 
tendents andlocal school administrators. 
This situation is not surprising when the 
limitations which face the county super- 
intendency are considered. In Wisconsin 
the county superintendent is elected by 
popular vote. There is no governing board 
of education. Consequently, the county 
superintendent must request the county 
board of supervisors to provide most of 
the funds for financing the activities 
of the county superintendency of schools. 
As a result, finances necessary for pro- 
viding the number and quality of profes- 
Sional personnel required to furnish 
quality services and effective leader- 
Ship is unavailable in many counties. 
The county superintendents themselves 
frequently do not possess the profes- 
Sional qualifications essential for pro- 
viding the quality of leadership de- 
manded of the intermediate unit. 


Guides for the Future 


The State of Wisconsin should be or- 
ganized into satisfactory intermediate 
units of educational administration. All 
territory of the state, including many 
school districts that are presently in- 
dependent, should be included in some 
intermediate unit. Since local districts 
with an enrollment of 10,000 or more pu- 
pils may be able to provide most of the 
educational services needed, such dis- 
tricts may be permitted to remain inde- 
pendent of the intermediate unit. These 
districts, however, should be included 
in the intermediate unit for tax pur- 
poses and should be entitled to use those 
intermediate services for which they 


have particular needs. 


The following criteria should be ap- 
plied in developing satisfactory in- 
termediate administrative units in Wis- 
consin: 


1. The major functions of the intermediate 
unit should be providing high quality edu- 
cational leadership and educational serv- 
ices to local school districts, performing 
liaison and reporting functions between 
the State Department of Public Instruction 
and local districts, and offering special- 
ized instructional programs which the dis- 
tricts cannot provide. 
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There should be a minimum enrollment of 
10,000 pupils in the public schools of the 
area included in an intermediate unit. Un- 
der unusual conditions of topography or 
sparsity of population, itmay be necessary 
to accept a somewhat smaller enrollment. 


3. The boundaries of the intermediate unit 
should be coterminous with the outer boun- 
daries of a logical combination of local 
school districts which are to constitute 
the area of the intermediate unit. There 
should be no required relationship between 
the boundaries of the intermediate unit 
and the boundaries of the counties. 


4. Each intermediate unit should be under the 
direct control of a board of education 
elected at large by the residents of the 
intermediate unit. The board would appoint 
the intermediate superintendent' and de- 
termine his salary and tenure. It would 
adopt policies to govern the operation of 
the intermediate unit, employ the neces- 
sary personnel upon recommendation of the 
superintendent, andappraise the effective- 
ness of the policies as they are carried 
out by the employed personnel. 


5. The intermediate board of education should 
be fiscally independent. It should have 
independent taxing power and the authority 
to determine its own budget. State funds 
should be made available to intermediate 
units and the distribution of these funds 
should be determined in part by the edu- 
cational need and financial ability of the 
various units. 
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The intermediate superintendent should be 
a person with sufficient qualifications 
and competence to earn and deserve high 
professional recognition by administrators 
of all types of local school districts. 
In order to obtain a superintendent of 
such quality, an intermediate board of 
education should not be limited in its 
choice of a superintendent by residence 
requirements. 


7. The legal functions of the intermediate 
unit should be defined as clearly as prac- 
ticable. This unit should have the au- 
thority for those functions assigned to 
it by law. 


8. The basic orientation of the intermediate 
unit should be that of providing assist- 
ance to the local school districts. It 
should also have responsibilities to the 
State Department of Public Instruction. 


9. Both in structure and functions the inter- 
mediate unit should be sufficiently flexi- 
ble to adapt to changing educational con- 
ditions and needs. There should be legal 
provisions for the reorganizations of in- 
termediate units similar to those present- 
ly applicable to local districts. As local 
districts become capable of vroviding more 
of their own services, it should be pos- 
sible for an intermediate unit to discon- 
tinue a function no longer needed and to 
assume another which changing conditions 
indicate to be desirable. 


Implications for Other States 


While this research has been concerned 
particularly with the intermediate unit 
in Wisconsin, it has relevance for many 
other states having similar patterns of 
school organization. Certain of the 
aforementioned guidelines nave been ef- 
fected in some states for years. Adop- 
tion of only one or two of these cri- 
teria, however, has resulted in inter- 
mediate units that still are much less 
than satisfactory. 


The county superintendency, as consti- 
tuted in several states, is merely a 
vestige of an earlier era in school or- 
ganization and it can no longer be de- 
fended in its present form. Marked by 
tne popular election of the superintend- 
ent, low salary, inadequate finances, 
conflicting roles, and ineffective lead- 
ership, the present status of this office 
should not be perpetuated.?3 It is evi- 
dent that many states should give seri- 
ous consideration to implementing all of 
the criteria resulting from the investi- 
gation in Wisconsin in an effort to 
strengthen the intermediate level of 
school organization. 


Robert M. Isenberg (ed.), The Community School and 
the Intermediate Unit, Yearbook 1954, Department of 
Rural Education (Washington, D. C.: NFA), chap. vi. 


a" T. Gregg and George E. Watson, Coordi- 
nators, The County Superintendency in Wisconsin: A 
Study of the Intermediate Unit of Educational Admin- 
istration with Particular Reference to Wisconsin 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1957). 313 pp. 
(Mimeographed. ) 
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